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Television news and American intervention in Somalia: the myth of a media-driven foreign policy. Jonathan Mermin.
Abstract: A study showed that television news on the civil war and starvation in Somalia from Jan 1 to Nov 25, 1992, were not the driving force behind the Bush administration's intervention. Although the decision to send American troops to Somalia was announced in Nov 26, 1992, evidences revealed that Washington was already planning to act on the matter before stories appeared on television. This indicates that US politicians, not television journalists, placed Somalia on the foreign policy agenda.
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Television, it is often argued, caused the United States to intervene in Somalia in 1992. Bernard C. Cohen argues that in the 1990s television "has demonstrated its power to move governments. By focusing daily on the starving children in Somalia, a pictorial story tailor-made for television, TV mobilized the conscience of the nation's public institutions, compelling the government into a policy of intervention for humanitarian reasons."(1)

In the view of Michael Mandelbaum, "televised pictures of starving people" in Somalia "created a political clamor to feed them, which propelled the U.S. military" into action.(2) Adam Roberts characterizes U.S. intervention in Somalia as "responding to the immediate pressure of media."(3) George F. Kennan describes American policy as "controlled by popular emotional impulses, and particularly ones provoked by the commercial television industry."(4)

Next to Vietnam, Somalia may be the most often cited case of media influence on American foreign policy, and it is one in which an effect of high order - inspiring a military intervention - is claimed. The argument that television contributed to U.S. intervention is supported by the chronology of events and news stories presented in this study; there is no reason to doubt that the appearance of Somalia on American television just before major changes in U.S. policy in August and November of 1992 influenced the decision of the Bush administration to act. What is not clear, however, is why Somalia appeared on television in the first place, a question of central importance in understanding the scope and character of television's influence on foreign policy formulation.

One possibility is that independent journalistic initiative put Somalia in the news. An example of this is television coverage of the Ethiopia famine in 1984. Immediately after a series of NBC stories on Ethiopia in October 1984, American aid to Ethiopia skyrocketed, from $23 million for all of fiscal 1984 to nearly $100 million for October and November 1984.(5) Paul Harrison and Robin Palmer find that an enterprising NBC correspondent in London is responsible for getting a story on Ethiopia, originally broadcast on the BBC, onto the air in the United States.(6) The origin of the Ethiopia story appears to have been the effort of a journalist to publicize distant events that had for the most part been ignored in the West. The origin of Somalia as a news story could turn out to be similar.

A second possible explanation for the appearance of Somalia on American television is that it had not been ignored but made the news only after it had generated interest among foreign policy makers in the United States. In this view, television coverage of Somalia in the summer and fall of 1992 did not originate in the independent actions of journalists but in the interaction of journalists engaged in routine newsgathering practices and sources in Washington who made efforts to get Somalia onto the foreign policy agenda.

Although the Ethiopia model often appears to be implicit in the argument that television got America into Somalia and in claims that television has emerged as a major independent player in the foreign policy arena, the evidence indicates that only when Washington turned its attention to Somalia did ABC, CBS, and NBC deem events there worthy of coverage. In other words, if television inspired American intervention in Somalia, it did so under the influence of governmental actors - a number of senators, a House committee, a presidential candidate, and figures within the Bush administration - who made considerable efforts to publicize events in Somalia, interpret them as constituting a crisis, and encourage a U.S. response.

JOURNALISTS AND POLITICIANS

The governmental agenda, as defined by John W. Kingdon, is "the list of subjects or problems to which governmental officials, and people outside of government closely associated with those officials, are paying some serious attention at any given time."(7) If television affects what the government is paying attention to, it is in a position to affect government policy. "By publicizing foreign events," Charles W. Kegley, Jr. and Eugene R. Wittkopf observe, the media may "provoke decision making about issues which, had they not attracted attention, would probably have been met with apathy and indifference."(8)

Journalists necessarily engage in agenda setting, in deciding out of the vast universe of events what to report and what to ignore. But in setting the news agenda, what rules do journalists follow? On this question, most studies have found that American journalists turn to politicians and government officials for guidance in deciding what constitutes news.(9)

Although news happens everywhere, practical considerations limit where reporters are able to look for it. To offer a package of news consistently, "on deadline with a limited budget and staff, editors have to assign reporters to places where newsworthy information is made public every day. Reporters need sources who can provide information on a regular and timely basis; they are not free to roam or probe at will."(10)

In the area of foreign policy, a concentration of "places where newsworthy information is made public every day" is found in Washington. The White House, the State Department, the Pentagon, and Congress generate a consistent flow of statements, briefings, speeches, hearings, resolutions, and other forms of information on the events of the day. In Daniel C. Hallin's formulation, "The government is organized to provide a timely flow of information, geared to the demands of daily journalism; it is extremely efficient for news organizations to locate their personnel at the channels provided by the government."(11) W. Lance Bennett concludes that the virtue of using official sources is "the sheer simplicity that it introduces into the otherwise complex business of representing political reality.(12) Considerations of the need to establish the legitimacy of information reported and the need for protection against liability for inaccurate reports also encourage the use of official sources.(13)

None of this is necessarily inconsistent with the view of some that the media are "out of order" and antagonistic toward government.(14) If governmental actors are engaged in political conflict, as they often are, journalists may produce coverage that is critical of government all around, even as they defer to official sources in setting the news agenda.

Sources of news are clearly in a position to influence its content.(15) Yet even if journalists turn to Washington for guidance in deciding what constitutes news, governmental actors offer far more possibilities than journalists are able to accommodate.(16) The three branches of government issue mountains of statements, hold innumerable press conferences, conduct hearings, make speeches, enact laws, and otherwise indicate newsworthy topics. Yet only a few of these offerings are reported. Journalists, in other words, may turn to Washington for story ideas, but far more stories are pitched to reporters than end up making the news.

The news agenda in this view is a joint production of sources and journalists. It is this formulation that most accurately describes the contribution of television to American intervention in Somalia. Somalia appeared on American television before the decision for U.S. intervention, because it had sparked interest among figures in Washington who made efforts to draw attention to it and because journalists decided to respond to those efforts with coverage. In making that decision, journalists may have been guided to some degree by economic imperatives (the need to win and entertain an audience),(17) ideological factors (the conviction that certain stories demand public attention),(18) or other considerations that figure in editorial decisions. Yet the evidence indicates that before television made the decision to cover the crisis in Somalia, influential politicians had spoken out on it, indicating to journalists who routinely look to Washington for possible stories that Somalia constituted a significant concern of American foreign policy and that it warranted consideration for space in the news (CNN is an interesting exception on this point).

The framing of the Somalia story also appears to have been a joint production of sources and journalists. As story tellers, journalists inevitably frame the events they report, and much of the coverage examined in this study framed events in Somalia as a crisis the United States could do something about. The origins of this frame, however, are of interest in understanding the impact of television on American policy. The evidence indicates that the major networks focused on the possibility of American intervention only after it had first been advocated in Washington.

Finally, journalists appear to have set the volume of coverage on the evening news through de facto collaboration with politicians. The claim that Somalia appeared "daily" on American television in the period before U.S. intervention turns out to be greatly exaggerated. Instead, the coverage is in proportion to the interest Somalia had sparked in Washington. A case could even be made that journalists allocated less coverage to Somalia than might have been expected from its place on the governmental agenda.

In sum, journalists worked closely with governmental sources in deciding when to cover Somalia, how to frame the story, and how much coverage it deserved. The lesson of Somalia is not just about the influence of television on Washington; it is equally about the influence of Washington on television.

BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW

At the beginning of 1992, civil war and starvation gripped Somalia in the wake of the overthrow of Mohammed Siad Barre, who had ruled the country for two decades. In January, the United Nations Security Council passed a resolution calling for a ceasefire and a political settlement of the conflict.(19) In March this ceasefire went into effect; but with no national government and continued factional conflict over food, by August "as many as 1.5 million of an estimated Somali population of 6 million were threatened with starvation, with approximately 300,000 Somalis already having died, including roughly 25 percent of all children under the age of five."(20)

As of March, the United States resisted a peacekeeping role for the UN in Somalia, supporting a Security Council resolution "only after language calling for a UN-sponsored peacekeeping mission had been removed."(21) In April, the Security Council authorized a modest military operation, but negotiations with Somali factions delayed its implementation. On 27 July, the Security Council voted to airlift food to Somalia, and on 12 August the UN announced plans to send 500 troops to protect the international relief effort. On 14 August, the White House announced that the United States would take charge of the airlift.(22)

TABLE 1

Monthly Coverage of Somalia on ABC, CBS, and NBC in 1992

                   Time           in Stories Over

                  Minutes           30 Seconds

January             1.5                  1

February            2.0                  1

March               2.5                  1

April               0.0                  0

May                 0.3                  0

June                0.2                  0

July                5.7                  2

August             48.3                 18

September          13.0                  6

October             3.8                  1

November           16.3                  4

Source: Television News Index and Abstracts. For entries with

multiple subjects (not just Somalia), I divided the time listed by

the number of subjects. November figures are for 1-25 November.

The 500 troops did not arrive until September - "with the support of four U.S. warships carrying 2,100 Marines" - and proved unable to do much to protect the relief effort.(23) In November, UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali informed the Security Council that the relief effort was not working. On 26 November, the Bush administration announced that the United States would send troops to Somalia if the Security Council passed an authorizing resolution, which it did on 3 December. The first contingent of Operation Restore Hope hit the shores of Somalia on 9 December.

This study focuses on coverage of Somalia on ABC World News Tonight, CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly News, and CNN from 1 January through 25 November of 1992, the day before the White House announced plans for U.S. intervention. The focus of the analysis is on ABC, CBS and NBC, then on CNN, for two reasons. First, the three major networks have an audience over ten times the size of CNN's, and are therefore more likely to influence official expectations of public opinion. Second, as I explain below, the coverage on CNN differs from the major networks in one quite interesting way.

If the major networks influenced the U.S. decision to intervene, when could this influence have been exerted? Table 1 displays the time and the number of stories on Somalia on ABC, CBS and NBC from January to November 1992. The table shows an extraordinarily low level of coverage from January through June, averaging about one minute per month on the three networks put together; an increase in July; extensive coverage in August and September; a sharp drop-off in October; and a recovery in November. The distribution of coverage is more clearly illustrated when it is divided into five phases, corresponding to clusters in the data. This is done in Table 2.

TABLE 2

Five Phases of Somalia Coverage on ABC, CBS, and NBC in 1992

                                                   Time per

                                   Total Time        Week

Phase      Dates                   (minutes)       (minutes)

I          January 1-July 21           6.5            0.2

II         July 22-August 13          15.4            4.7

III        August 14-September 18     55.3           10.8

IV         September 19-November 8     4.2            0.6

V          November 9-November 25     16.3            6.7

Source: Television News Index and Abstracts.

In Phase I - 1 January to 21 July - Somalia is close to invisible on the major networks, averaging only twelve seconds of coverage per week. In Phase II - 22 July to 13 August - the coverage increased to over four minutes per week. In Phase III - 14 August to 18 September - Somalia received extensive coverage, over ten minutes per week, focusing on the American airlift. In Phase IV - 19 September to 8 November - Somalia disappeared from view, the coverage falling to under a minute per week. In Phase V - 9 November to 25 November - Somalia returned from the eclipse of Phase IV (although not to the level of Phase III), to over six minutes per week.

Phase II ends with the announcement of the U.S. airlift to Somalia on 14 August. Phase V ends with the announcement of military intervention on 26 November. As Phases I and IV contain almost no coverage of Somalia, it is primarily in Phases II and V that the search for television's influence on U.S. intervention will be conducted.

THE AUGUST AIRLIFT DECISION

From 1 January to 21 July, six stories on Somalia appeared on the three major networks. Three were studio reports that averaged under twenty seconds in length. The other three, full stories of 70 to 150 seconds, appeared on 5 January, 27 February, and 2 March (a full story is one reported by a correspondent, as opposed to a studio report read by the anchor).(24) CBS reported on 27 February that "half of Somalia's eight million people may die of starvation,"(25) and NBC on 2 March described "a terrible, closed world of violence and destruction."(26) As this series of stories ends over five months before August, however, it is [TABULAR DATA FOR TABLE 3 OMITTED] unlikely that it made a significant contribution to the events of the summer, although the possibility of some minor influence on the evolution of American policy is not entirely ruled out.

Not until July does the next full story on Somalia appear on the major networks. From 22 July to 13 August there are nine stories on Somalia. Five of the nine, studio reports that do not exceed twenty seconds in length, are not serious candidates for influence on American policy. The four full stories, however, require further investigation. All contained video of starving Somalis. Table 3 superimposes events in Washington in the month before the U.S. decision to conduct an airlift, over the timing of the four full stories on Somalia.

The first full story in this period - and the first since 2 March - appeared on ABC on 22 July. It described and showed pictures of the grim situation in Somalia, a country of "six million people waiting for relief, starving for attention."(27) Before credit for putting Somalia on the foreign policy agenda is allocated to television, however, it is necessary to consider the context of official activities in which the story appeared. On 22 July, the day the story aired, the House Select Committee on Hunger had held hearings on Somalia. At the hearings, Senator Nancy Kassebaum (R-KS), chair of the Subcommittee on Africa of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee when the Republicans controlled the Senate from 1981 to 1986, and just returned from an official visit to Somalia, testified that the situation there was desperate. She declared, "I strongly support sending a United Nations security force to Somalia."(28) This declaration, reported in the ABC story, clashed with the position of the Bush administration that a UN force should not be deployed until a cease-fire had been achieved among the Somali factions. On the Democratic side, Senator Paul Simon (D-IL), chair of the Subcommittee on Africa since 1987, had commended Kassebaum for visiting Somalia and urged the White House to act: "I don't want to wait to have a Democratic administration before we respond more adequately. I want to do it now."(29)

The events of 22 July do not represent the first notice of Somalia in Washington in 1992, but they do mark the movement of the story into a new phase, one of direct calls for forceful action.(30) Although Congress had expressed concern over Somalia in the spring, it had not challenged the Bush administration's policy of working through the UN to achieve a diplomatic solution. A resolution introduced in the House in April commended the administration "for its significant efforts to provide food and humanitarian relief to Somalia."(31) A resolution in the Senate in May expressed "the sense of the Senate regarding needed action to address the continuing state of war and chaos and the emergency humanitarian situation in Somalia," but suggested no change in policy.(32) In other words, Congress in the spring simply instructed the White House and the UN to go forward with existing policy, hardly a newsworthy event in the framework of American journalism, which most often finds news where there is conflict, or something that moves a story forward.(33) Conflict and movement only appeared in July, when Kassebaum and Simon declared the response of the Bush administration inadequate and urged a change in policy.

ABC's 22 July story is best understood as a joint production of politicians, who made efforts to publicize events in Somalia and the possibility of some form of U.S. intervention, and journalists, who decided to respond to those efforts with coverage. ABC's contribution is obviously indispensable and may have been influenced by the judgment that the visually stunning Somalia story made "good television" and could hold an audience, or by the conviction that television - which had inspired efforts to aid Ethiopia eight years earlier - had a responsibility to publicize massive human suffering. It is economic factors that are invoked when reference is made to "the commercial television industry"(34) as the source of U.S. interest in Somalia; ideological ones are suggested in the assertion that journalists "mobilized the conscience of the nation's public institutions,"(35) presumably acting out of conscience themselves.

Economic and ideological factors may indeed have contributed to ABC's decision to send cameras to Somalia. Yet the timing of the story points to the influence of Senators Kassebaum and Simon and the House Committee on Hunger in getting Somalia considered as a possible story in the first place. Contrary to the impression created by those who attribute to television "the power to move governments,"(36) ABC appears to have observed a rule of deference to government officials, in this case the top Senate experts on Africa in terms of institutional position, in deciding that events in Somalia constituted news in the United States. The efforts of Kassebaum and Simon to publicize the crisis in Somalia were not sufficient to get the story on television; ABC had to cooperate, a decision economic, ideological and other factors may have contributed to. But the evidence clearly suggests that those efforts were necessary. As I show below, exactly the same pattern is found in November; Somalia turned up on television after a period of near invisibility on the very day that a congressional delegation reported on a visit to Somalia and urged U.S. action.

As of 22 July, Somalia had not attained a very conspicuous position on the foreign policy agenda; two senators and one House committee constitute only one corner of the Washington foreign policy establishment. If ABC had made Somalia the top story or offered a series of stories on it in July, a case could be made that it had been magnified out of proportion to its place on the Washington agenda. As Harrison and Palmer observe of British coverage of Ethiopia in 1984, "by leading on two consecutive days with items of eight and seven minutes in length . . . the BBC was quite clearly saying: 'Here is an event of major importance.'"(37) Yet the ABC story appeared in isolation at the end of World News Tonight. Somalia may not have been at the top of the foreign policy agenda in July, but neither did it appear at the top of the news.

"Somalia," CBS reported on 31 July, "is in danger of becoming a vast graveyard."(38) In Washington, this turn of events had not gone unnoticed. On 27 July, the Washington Post reported: "Congressional pressure is mounting to send U.N. peacekeeping troops to guard relief shipments to Somalia."(39) Senator Edward Kennedy (D-MA), for example, wondered "why we're not moving in Somalia as we are in Yugoslavia."(40) White House spokesman Marlin Fitzwater indicated on 27 July that Somalia was on the president's agenda: "The tragedy in Somalia . . . requires the urgent attention of the international community."(41) In other words, CBS covered Somalia on 31 July - the first story on CBS since 27 February - after actors in Washington had defined it as a significant concern of American foreign policy. Instead of being out ahead of Washington, television appears to have acted in concert with Congress and the White House in illuminating events in Somalia.

This is the only story on Somalia over twenty seconds in length on the major networks in the twenty-one days from 23 July to 12 August. If television contributed to the evolution of American interest in Somalia in this period, its contribution must be described as measured and proportionate. Far from magnifying the crisis, ABC, CBS, and NBC responded to the White House declaration on 27 July that Somalia warranted "urgent attention" with one story on one network on 31 July, near the end of the broadcast, and no further stories until 13 August.

As one moves into August, it appears that Washington is getting out ahead of television on Somalia. On 3 August the Senate passed a resolution urging the deployment of a UN force to Somalia. A similar resolution passed the House on 10 August.(42) From 6 August to 13 August, four more senators and a presidential candidate addressed Somalia. Senator Jay Rockefeller (D-WV) listed Somalia as one of four examples of the failure of Bush's foreign policy and criticized the president for inaction: "What's he doing about Somalia? . . . [T]here's no planning. There's no sense of a course."(43) Somalia also appeared in the debate over Bosnia, which heated up in early August. On 5 August, six senators urged further UN action on Bosnia, and on 13 August the Security Council passed a resolution authorizing the use of force to deliver aid to Sarajevo and other areas. Somalia was introduced into this debate by opponents of intervention in Bosnia. Senator James Jeffords (R-VT) wondered, "How do you make distinctions between going into the former Yugoslavia, . . . and Somalia?"(44) Senator Mitch McConnell (R-KY) also argued that intervention in Bosnia could be a slippery slope to intervention in Somalia.(45) In responding to this argument, supporters of intervention in Bosnia, like Senator Joseph Lieberman (D-CT), noted the gravity of the crisis in Somalia, and indicated that further action might be required there too.(46) In other words, the juxtaposition of Bosnia and Somalia in foreign policy debate emerged in part from the tactics of opponents of intervention in Bosnia in the Senate. Finally, on 13 August, Democratic presidential candidate Bill Clinton cited Somalia - along with Bosnia and Cambodia - as a "torn" area in which "multilateral action holds promise as never before."(47)

Only after all this do the first stories on Somalia in August appear on ABC on 13 August. One story described Somalia as "on the verge of committing suicide," a country in a state of "utter and complete and hopeless misery," where one finds "Graves in athletic fields. Graves in farm fields. Graves along city streets." A second story explored why the West appeared more interested in Bosnia than Somalia. An official from Transafrica, for example, argued "it's as if the U.S. government is saying that the lives of black babies are not as important and that suffering Bosnians are worth more . . . than the starving Somalians."(48)

On 14 August, the White House announced plans to airlift emergency aid to Somalia. It is at this point that the case for the influence of television appears strongest. On 12 August, the United Nations had announced that the warring Somali factions had consented to the deployment of 500 UN troops to guard relief supplies, indicating an increase in international efforts to aid Somalia. This could have inspired ABC to frame a story around the emerging international response to the crisis. Instead, ABC focused on why the West had not responded.

ABC's decision must be viewed in the context of the international response to the crisis in Bosnia. The Security Council had just passed a resolution authorizing the use of force to deliver humanitarian aid in Bosnia. Although doubts existed as to the likelihood of its implementation, reports indicated that NATO had been engaged in "operational planning" and that over 100,000 troops could be used.(49) Next to this effort to show international resolve on Bosnia, a plan to send just 500 troops to Somalia to guard relief supplies, not even authorized to use force to deliver them to those in need, must have appeared unimpressive. International efforts on Somalia paled at this point next to the far greater efforts apparently in the works on Bosnia, a contrast American politicians, as noted, had been working to illuminate. Somalia had figured in Washington debate as the crisis the world had ignored, and the announcement of a major international initiative on Bosnia just twenty-four hours after reports of a minor one on Somalia simply reinforced this interpretation.

It is not hard to explain why the United States finally acted on Somalia. In addition to principled concern for the Somali people and the "new world order," the president may have had, an administration official cited, "a desire by the White House to initiate a dramatic relief effort on the eve of the Republican national convention."(50) According to this official, "The White House figured they couldn't gain votes by acting in Somalia but their image could be tarnished if they didn't do anything." Of course, political costs from inaction only come into play if the inaction is publicized; and in framing events in Somalia in a way that supported the case for intervention, ABC most likely influenced the White House decision. Yet if ABC influenced American policy in crystallizing and amplifying the political stakes in Somalia, it is American politics - and the situation in Bosnia - that created those stakes in the first place and that is the frame through which ABC interpreted events in Somalia and the U.S. response.

In sum, an assessment of the scope and character of television's influence on American policy in the summer of 1992 must weigh the evidence that as of 13 August ABC had received numerous signals from actors in Washington - seven senators, a House Committee, the full House and Senate, the Democratic candidate for president, and the White House - that Somalia had emerged as a subject of foreign policy debate. This debate, like the ABC stories on 13 August, focused on the proposition that U.S. policy toward Somalia stood in contrast to U.S. policy toward Bosnia, an assessment the Bush administration made no great effort to dispute. ABC could have found another way to frame its coverage of Somalia, but only if it had rejected the frame that had evolved in Washington.

When George Kennan describes American policy as "controlled by popular emotional impulses, . . . provoked by the commercial television industry,"(51) the implication is that television framed Somalia in a way that inspired an emotional reaction. Indeed, the coverage does at times appear designed to pull at the heartstrings and create a sense of American responsibility, as in ABC's 13 August presentation of "a bewildered little girl" whose entire family is dead, "waiting like so many others for help that may never come" from a world that has "turned its back on this country."(52) This is an angle the Bush administration, gearing up for the fall campaign, must have found disturbing.

Although explicit commentary on the failure of the West to act is not necessary for a story to push American policy in that direction - pictures of dying children may speak for themselves - it is noteworthy that the framing of the crisis in Somalia as a humanitarian disaster that the United States could do something about does not appear on television until it had appeared in Washington first. Stories in February and March, before senators had criticized the White House for inaction, characterized Somalia as "a terrible, closed world of violence and destruction."(53) But they offered no hint of possible Western action, a frame that evokes, in contrast to the one found in July, a sense of inevitability and hopelessness about the events described.

In July, when Kassebaum openly urged the United States and the international community to do more for Somalia and criticized White House inaction, this angle appeared on television. The framing of Somalia as desperate for Western intervention that could happen turns out to be a joint production of television and actors in Washington, who signalled in July and August that the crisis in Somalia was not just an unfortunate disaster in a distant land but one the United States could do something to end.

A CNN EFFECT?

For the most part, the coverage on CNN follows the pattern found on ABC, CBS, and NBC. From 1 June to 13 August, only three stories on Somalia appeared on CNN: on 27 July, 4 August, and 6 August, or after Somalia had emerged as a contested issue in Washington. From 1 January to 30 April, CNN aired no stories on Somalia. Where CNN departs from the pattern observed on the major networks is in May. Without any apparent cues from Washington, CNN sent a reporter to Somalia and aired eight stories on the crisis there from 1 May to 15 May.

In this series of reports we find the stuff of which the image of television's power over U.S. foreign policy is made. Pictures of starving Somalis illustrate the following narrative:

The weak were pushed aside, trampled in the rush on one rice pot. The cooks desperately tried to save it as the starving crowd clawed in vain. Hundred of faces eyed the cooking pot, burning to eat the contents.(54)

These are the faces of famine. Countless thousands of children now look like this. Hanging on to life by a thread, hoping that something soon will change. They want the world to see, to witness their skeletal forms, to share and understand their agony, and to forcefully act in a way that will end or at least ease this suffering.(55)

The detail here is more vivid, more disturbing than in the CBS and NBC stories in February and March. Moreover, in contrast to the CBS and NBC stories, CNN explicitly flames Somalia as a tragedy the United States has turned its back on, ignoring those children who "want the world to see . . . and to forcefully act." In the blunt assessment of CNN's Brent Sadler, Somalia "needs bombarding with food by a massive, coordinated rescue mission."(56) The West "will be neither forgiven nor forgotten"(57) if this does not happen. Finally, eight reports in two weeks made Somalia a major story on CNN, over two months before the Kassebaum visit and three months before the U.S. airlift.

In the first half of May, CNN presented the crisis in Somalia in extraordinarily dire terms and explicitly criticized the West for declining to act. Yet the CNN stories had no discernible impact on American policy. Plans to increase the UN presence in Somalia continued to stall. Calls for intervention did not sound in Washington. Nor could they be heard around the United States, if letters to the editor are an indication: a LEXIS/NEXIS search of letters to nine major American newspapers turned up one letter on Somalia in May, one in June, and one in July.(58) Not until August did the number of letters to the editor in the nine newspapers increase (to 25). Although editors have the power to decide what subjects to publish letters on, if the CNN stories in May had generated a significant public outcry one might expect the letters appearing in some of the papers examined to reflect this. In sum, the series of stories on CNN in May offers something of a test: What happens when television does independently investigate a foreign crisis that has not sparked much interest in Washington and frames it in terms that cry out for action? In this case, no impact on American policy is apparent.

It could be that the CNN stories had some behind-the-scenes influence on Senator Kassebaum and others in Washington, encouraging them to consider the possibility that interest in Somalia could be mobilized in the United States. Yet what influence CNN may have had in the spring is far more subtle and indirect than declarations on "the immediate pressure of media"(59) and claims that television "propelled the U.S. military"(60) into action appear to indicate. CNN may have contributed something to the evolution of American interest in Somalia, but the episode is evidence that even a concerted effort on the part of CNN to put a foreign crisis on the Washington agenda may have no direct impact on American policy, if the "pressure of media" is not joined with a political dynamic that encourages action. Of course, if ABC, CBS, or NBC, each with an audience over ten times the size of CNN's, had aired eight stories on Somalia in May, the impact on the public - and on politicians who anticipate the evolution of public opinion - might have been much greater.

THE NOVEMBER GROUND TROOP DECISION

Somalia received substantial coverage on television for over a month after 13 August. From 14 August to 18 September, the three major networks devoted over 55 minutes to Somalia, or 18 minutes per network. The stories reported preparations for the airlift of food to Somalia, the operation itself, and the pitfalls it encountered. Most of the stories contained video from Somalia. As the United States was conducting a military operation in that country, however, it is hard to argue that this coverage magnified Somalia out of proportion to its place on the foreign policy agenda. Moreover, despite U.S. military activity in Somalia and an ample supply of video footage of starving children, Somalia never appeared as the top story on ABC, CBS, or NBC in the 1 January to 25 November period.

TABLE 4

Chronology of Events and Stories in November

November 9    Senators Simon, Kassebaum, and Wofford call for

              further action on Somalia

November 18   Bush-Clinton meeting addresses Somalia; Bush aides

              consider further action; congressional delegation

              holds press conference in Nairobi

November 18   ABC Story

November 21   Congressional delegation holds press conference

              in Washington

November 21   CBS Story, NBC Story

November 24   NBC Story

November 26   White House announces plan to send troops to Somalia

On 18 September, the United States temporarily suspended flights to one area of Somalia after an aircraft came under fire. Although the airlift continued, at this point Somalia all but disappeared from the news. From 19 September to 8 November, only 250 seconds of coverage appeared on the major networks. The primary explanation for the eclipse of Somalia on American television is the presidential election in the United States, in which foreign policy played a marginal role. With a campaign focused on domestic issues, politicians for the most part ignored Somalia, offering journalists few words or deeds upon which stories might have been based. It is also likely that the story simply grew old, as the airlift went on with no change of phase to generate "news" deemed worthy of coverage.(61)

From 9 November to 25 November (the day before the White House announced plans to send troops), over sixteen minutes of Somalia coverage appeared on ABC, CBS, and NBC. From 9 November to 17 November, this took the form of six studio reports of ten to thirty seconds in length. The coverage then increased, as four full stories appeared from 18 November to 24 November. Table 4 displays the four full stories in November, superimposed over activities in Congress and the White House.

The first reference to Somalia in November, in an ABC story on Clinton's military policy, appeared the day Senators Simon, Kassebaum, and Harris Wofford (D-PA) held a press conference urging further U.S. action on Somalia. "The United Nations has to move from being peacekeeper to being a peacemaker," Simon declared. "This is a situation that cannot wait" for the Clinton administration. Senator Kassebaum argued that "We simply must send security guards in."(62) In mentioning Somalia on 9 November, ABC clearly had not gotten out ahead of Washington.

On 18 November, President-Elect Clinton met with President Bush at the White House for a briefing that focused on foreign affairs. After the meeting, Clinton cited four areas of the world that had been discussed: the former Soviet republics, Bosnia, the North American Free Trade Area, and Somalia.(63) The Clinton camp was apparently struck by the depth of Bush's concern over Somalia.(64) The New York Times reported in a story filed on that day that "Key Bush aides will . . . urge [the president] to energize the UN now to provide more food, more transport and most importantly more troops with more powerful weapons and a mandate to be aggressive."(65) Also on 18 November, a six-member congressional delegation that had just visited Somalia held a press conference in Nairobi, where they described the situation in Somalia as "an affront to humanity," and urged further action.(66)

Only after the White House had put Somalia at the top of its agenda and Congress had dispatched a delegation to investigate the crisis does a full story on Somalia appear on a major network in November. Neither White House nor congressional activities are reported in ABC's 18 November story, which focuses on the futility of UN efforts in Somalia, but as in July, the timing clearly suggests a connection. In November as in July, the evening news first contained a full story on Somalia the very day a congressional delegation reported on a visit to that country and urged U.S. intervention. In each case, television coverage and the actions of politicians are closely correlated, official actions falling just before Somalia makes the news.

Three more stories appeared on the major networks before the announcement of the decision to send U.S. troops. Half of the 21 November story on NBC is an interview with Representative John Lewis (D-GA), head of the congressional delegation, who argues, "We must get the United States to go before the UN and intervene" in Somalia.(67) The CBS story on 21 November also focuses on the findings of the congressional delegation.(68) The 21 November stories may have accelerated the movement in Washington toward intervention, but they are also clearly a product of that movement.

Only after all of this did what is probably the most powerful and evocative story on Somalia found on the major networks appear. On 24 November, NBC presented a series of still photographs of starvation in Somalia, over the grim narration of anchor Tom Brokaw: "In Somalia, children under the age of five have all but disappeared. Hundreds die each week. It's a place where a thousand die today, and a thousand will die tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that. We have seen all this before, and we will see it again. The images will fade, but the memory cannot."(69)

It is likely that video and commentary like this on the evening news increased the sense of the White House that something had to be done about Somalia, or the legacy of the Bush administration and its "new world order" could be tarnished.(70) In assessing television's influence, however, it is important to note that the tone of this report is no more dire than the judgment of Representative Lewis, who the House had sent to Somalia, that what he had found there "[could not] be compared to anything else in modern history."(71) NBC's grim framing of Somalia, it turns out, matches that of the institutionally authorized representative of the House.

CNN's coverage in November parallels the major networks. The first CNN story in November appeared on the 12th. The Somali fashion model Iman is interviewed and urges further action. Yet it does not appear that CNN decided on its own to consult Iman, as only three days before Senators Kassebaum and Simon had held a press conference with her. This presumably is what established Iman - not otherwise likely to have been viewed as a credible source of opinion on American foreign policy - as worthy of consultation. Stories on Somalia also appeared on CNN on 15, 22, and 24 November, in a pattern similar to the one found on the major networks.

In view of the position Somalia had achieved on the American foreign policy agenda, it is hard to argue that television overplayed the story in November. ABC and CBS each found space from 1 November to 25 November for a single story on Somalia over thirty seconds in length, neither in the top half of the broadcast. NBC offered two full stories on Somalia, neither in the top third of the news. Setting aside brief studio reports that could not possibly be argued to have inspired the Bush administration to act, one is left with four stories on ABC, CBS, and NBC over twenty-five days. This is hardly a record of overplaying what the head of a congressional delegation had described as without precedent in modern history and what President-Elect Clinton, following a meeting with President Bush, identified as one of four major issues on the foreign policy agenda of the United States.

CONCLUSION

It is likely that television news contributed to the decision of the Bush administration to act in Somalia. Events in Somalia could not have threatened to damage Bush politically in August or tarnish his legacy in November had they not been publicized in the United States. The 13 August stories on ABC may have signaled to the White House the political dangers that lurked if it failed to act on an issue that Democrats (and some Republicans) had begun to use against it.(72) News stories in November may have crystallized the damage the president's place in history could suffer if the "new world order" proved meaningless in Somalia.

Yet if television contributed to the emergence of Somalia as a political liability for the president in August and a threat to his legacy in November, it had powerful, outspoken allies in Washington, whose efforts to get Somalia onto the news in the first place appear to have been indispensable. The evidence in this study shows that stories on Somalia appeared just after the articulation of demands for intervention in Washington in the summer and fall of 1992. Journalists ultimately made the decision to cover Somalia, but the stage for this decision had been set in Washington.

The lesson of Somalia is often thought to be that television has the "power to move governments."(73) This study has found that governments also have the power to move television. Television is clearly a player in the foreign policy arena, but the evidence from Somalia is that journalists set the news agenda and frame the stories they report in close collaboration with actors in Washington. In the case of Somalia, television turns out not to be the independent, driving force that much of the commentary on its influence would lead one to believe.(*)
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